Commercialization of hand woven textiles in Malaysia: Weaving for the future by Abdullah, Che Sobry et al.
Journal of Technology and Operations Management 3 (I), 85-98 (2008) 
COMMERCIALIZATION OF HAND WOVEN TEXTILES IN 
MALAYSIA: WEAVING FOR THE FUTURE 
CHE SOBRY ABDULLAH 
NOR HASNI OSMAN 
SHAHIMI MOHTAR 
AZHAR AHMAD 
UUM College of Business 
Universiti Utara Malaysia 
ABSTRACT 
Hand woven industry is a part of craft industry that has become one of tlze national agenda 
in Malaysia. Despite being one of the oldest industries in Malaysia, hand woven business is, 
in many instances, still managed traditionally by family owned ventures. But, to go further, 
those involved in the industry must pay attention to many issues and challenges especially 
the commercialization aspects of the products. This is the matured but unique industry 
that has a lot of bumps everywhere in the system from design to manufacturing through 
marketing. However, these are more or less the same experience that the other industries 
have experienced before. There should be many ways to get over them. Finally, with a 
more active intervention of the government of Malaysia in this highly potential industy, it 
is hoped that the future of weaving would change for the better. It is not just aspired to see 
more commercializedproducts from the manufacturing system and thrown out to the global 
market, but, there are possibilities that materials, processes and technologies could also be 
a part of the export coitfigzrrations. This would be tlze weave of tliefi~ture in Malaysia hand 
woven, or in general craft, industry. 
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OVERVIEW 
Craft Industry in Malaysia 
In general, hand woven textiles are a part of craft products that have become the major 
contributors to the Malaysian economy. At present, they exist as a combination of old and 
new elements, culture and economy, traditional and contemporary and form and functionality 
that define the diversity of Malaysia's population and culhlre. These reflections can be seen 
in the vast array of products that constitute the Malaysian craft today. For the purpose of 
this presentation, the craft industry as identified by Malaysian Handicmft Development 
Corporation (MHDC) is defined as (Mat Amin, Ismail, 2006): 
' a  group of individuals and companies involved in the design, production and1 
or marketing ofproducts which display unique and distinctive characteristics 
of design, technique and presentation, where useful artistic and decorative 
objects are made completely by hand or using only simple tools, which can 
be utilitarian, aesthetic, artistic, creative, culturally attached, decorative, 
functional, traditiolzal, religiously and socially symbolic and sigrzijcant.' . 
In 2000, there was a signal indicating the decline of interest in the woven products. 
Alarmed with the impending loss of a traditional craft, the government started to encourage 
entrepreneurs to start weaving again. The Malaysian Government through Malaysian 
Handicraft Development Corporation (MHDC), an agency under the Ministry of Culture, 
Arts and Heritage has taken various initiatives to ensure sustainable development of the 
craft industry. Concerted efforts have been given to research and development, trade 
promotions domestically and internationally, craft entrepreneur development, skill training 
and preservation and conservation of heritage crafts. 
The Trade 
Malaysian exports of woven products have been a significant contribution to Malaysian 
economy as from 2001 to 2005 they ranged above USD300 million where 2001 held an 
upper-hand at USD397,295 million. Figures on the export of woven products as published 
by UNCTADIWTO can be referred to the following table. 
Table 1 
Woven Products: Malaysian Export 2001 -2005 
Product group 
Value Value Value Value Value 
200 1 2002 2003 2004 2005 
US$ '000 US$ '000 US$ '000 US$ '000 US$ '000 
Cotton fabrics, woven (not including 
112,708 101 ,536 109,349 115,925 113,632 
narrow or special fabrics) 
Fabrics, woven, of man-made textile 
materials (not including narrow or special 282.042 199,947 199,220 265,248 249,868 
fabrics) 
Other textile fabrics, woven 2,545 1,902 2,831 2,710 2,347 
Total 397,295 303,385 311,400 383.883 365,847 
Source: International Trade Center, UNCTADIWTO, Irzternational Trade Statistics 2001-2005 
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Commercialization of Hand Woven Textiles 
Commercialization is the process of introducing new products into the market. In order to be 
successful in commercializing products, a concurrent process of manufacturing and marketing 
needs to be in place. Thus, similar to that of other business ventures, commercialization of 
systematic hand woven manufacturing systems in Malaysia also progresses along the line of 
a. Concept generation. 
b. Design and development. 
c. Production. 
d. Marketing. 
e . Continuous improvement. 
Manufacturers that work closely with the government agency are always guided so that they 
can weave maximum benefit out of their operations. The nature of co-operations is described 
in greater details in the following section of this report. By having this, both entities manage 
to deliberately pay attention to the critical success factors like collaborations, capability of 
the system, knowledge and skills of the workers and technology. 
However, in certain areas in the country, many individuals are still practicing traditional 
ways of commercializing their products. In this case, due to low human capability and low 
technology capability, market size covered by these individuals is small and sometimes too 
localized. 
Indicators for Successful Technology Commercialization Process 
From the study conducted pertaining to commercialization in Malaysian perspectives, it is 
observed that the followings are the indicators that reflect the successful commercialization 
process: 
a. Flexibility. 
b. Product differentiation. 
c. Speed. 
d. Quality. 
In this case, speed has always been the trade off that the artists always made to the quality of 
the hand woven products. The other dimensions of successful commercialization process are 
represented well in all elements involved throughout the organizational system as described 
in the following discussions. 
The Products 
Songket 
In the old days, hand woven textiles, like the songket, were a clothing fabric only for the "rich 
and famous". It was a special fabric and in the old days it was used in the special traditional 
Malay costumes and attires of the Sultans and palace officials. This rich and luxurious fabric 
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demonstrated the social structure of the Malay elite group. However, these special hand 
woven fabrics are now becoming common and are sought by many, including commoners. 
The fabrics are normally worn during official public ceremonies and traditional Malay 
weddings. For the gentlemen, the fabric is used in the male costume of Baju Melayu as 
the samping of choice. It adds special elegance to the wearer, no doubt due to the intricate 
patterns and designs used. 
For the ladies, songket is especially delightful and charming when worn as Baju Kebaya. It 
is also lovely and enchanting when worn as Baju Kurung. A gown made from songket will 
definitely make heads turn. 
Inmany cases ,differentiation and quality have become the values attached to commercialization 
activities. 
Other hand woven products that can be easily grabbed from many commercial outlets are 
things like: 





f .  Basket. 
Design 
The other aspect of commercialized woven products is quality and aesthetics which always 
refer to the thread arrangement, either vertically or horizontally arranged. With the colors 
carefully co-ordinate and matched, the final product would be a delight to behold, an 
aesthetically wonderful work of art to meet the needs of customers for this kind of fabrics. 
Various names are given to the established designs and patterns. The more sophisticated the 
design is, the more the cost will be incurred on the products because there would always be 
more work to be performed during weaving process. 
Manufacturing and Marketing of Traditional Crafts 
Overall, the Malaysian craft industry has been segmented into four different major categories 
namely textile, forestry, earthen, and metal and mineral with 3,480 active craft producers. 
Based on the Malaysian craft producers' survey, 2004, the most populated categories were 
forest-based and textile-based craft producers, constituting more than three quarters (79.1 %). 
Metal and mineral-based craft producers made up 8.0%, while earthen-based craft producers 
comprise 5.2% of total craft producers surveyed (Mat Amin, 2006). 
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THE MANUFACTURING ELEMENTS 
People - The Master Weaver 
To be a master weaver is not an easy work. Indeed special skills are definitely required to 
ensure the threads are woven eventually into a beautiful cloth and a work of art. We will 
especially marvel at the dexterity in using both hands and both feet to move synchronously 
to achieve the proper weaving process. 
For instance, the master weaver needs to pull the reams with the right hand, which makes 
the needle carrying the thread to move from right to left, and completing which his left hand. 
At the same time he has to pull a wooden strap to join the threads together to make the full 
length cloth. 
Simultaneously, the right and left legs need to alternately press and pull the pedal up and 
down on the floor levers to open and close the sheets of threads attached to the long wooden 
stick to facilitate the movement of the needle. It is amazing that all these actions need to be 
synchronized with perfect timing to avoid an erroneous production. 
Through it all, the look of the final end product will need to be visualized in the weaver's 
mind when doing it (Setia, 2003). 
Materials - Silk Threads 
The history of silk imports in the Malay Peninsula went all the way back to when Indian 
traders first brought silk to Peninsula Malaysia and followed by the Chinese traders. Until 
today, the original white colored silk threads are still imported mostly from China, although 
nowadays Thailand and Indonesia and a few other South-east Asian countries also produce 
good quality silk threads. 
In Malaysia, although rearing silk worms for silk production was tried before, in the late 
1800s, unfortunately the ventures failed as the silk worms do not seem to thrive well. This 
was probably due to the climate incompatibility for the silkworms because of the cool 
temperate weather required. 
Before the actual weaving of the silk thread into cloth, the imported raw silk threads need to 
be cleaned and boiled a few times in water with certain mixtures to bring out its pure white 
silky color. In the old days the mixture are made of ashes of dried coconut branches, dried 
durian skins and skin of the kekabu fruit. These are burnt into ashes and boiled in water, 
filtered and boiled a few times again until the water is clear. 
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Then the raw silk threads are boiled in the water to bring out its pure silky color. After 
boiling, the raw silk threads are dried under the sun during the day, and put under the dew 
at night. This process is said to be carried for four days and nights, when the silk threads are 
ready for the final step before weaving - dye-coloring of the silk threads. 
The traditional way to dye the silk threads according the color needs of weavers is rather 
tedious to undertake. It involves making the colors from various natural sources, such as the 
skins of young coconuts, the barks and leaves of various trees, fruits and plants. 
Since the traditional methods were tedious and quite a hassle to make, synthetic dyes are 
now used in the coloring of the silk threads. The synthetic dyes are all imported, and being 
of high quality, they also save precious time of the weavers (The Famous Woven Silk Fabrics 
of Pahang, 2007). 
Equipments and Technology 
The adoption of silk led to many changes to the local weaving technology. Although the 
back-strap loom was capable of producing intricate designs and motives, the use of fine silk 
threads required greater control of the loom. 
The framed loom was probably introduced from West Europe. The Malay weavers added to 
the framed loom, a fine comb where the warps could be passed through and separated but 
kept evenly spaced. This modified method meant that it was much easier to set up a plain silk 
warp and create patterns with the weft threads. It must have encouraged the creation of the 
songket especially in decorating the fabric with gold threading. 
The loom is usually made from wood, and known locally as mesin kek or kek siam. It costs 
currently about RM3500.00 each and needs the special skills of a good carpenter to ensure 
that the machine made would work properly. However, nowadays, with the slow demise of 
the industry, it is difficult to find a skilled carpenter to build the machine. 
Productivity of Hand Woven Process 
Looking across the industry, productivity of hand woven products in many production centers 
is a little low compared to that of other industrial products. This is due to the heavy artisan 
requirements in design and manufacturing processes. For example, the silk threads used by 
the Cultural Complex in Pekan are ordered from China and with monthly production of about 
44 pieces of samping and 15 pairs of cloth measuring 4 meters each (The Star, 2007). 
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MANUFACTURING EFFORT UNDERTAKEN BY MALAYSIAN GOVERNMENT 
Manufacturing of Crafts 
To ensure continuous supply of craft products, including hand woven products, for domestic 
and export markets, MHDC as the lead agency for the development and promotion of 
Malaysian crafts has initiated the Craft Entrepreneur Development Program. The core 
activities under this program as described by Mat Amin (2006) are as follows:- 
a. One District One Industry (IDIP) 
The government of Malaysia gives emphasis on One District One Industry Project (lD1P). 
In line with this, MHDC has developed 51 projects. The project covers several craft areas 
i.e. forest-based (woodcraft, bamboo, rattan), ceramic, textile-based (batik and weaving, 
embroidery) and metal-based (silver and brass). The Corporation renders technical assistance 
and business consultancy to the producers to enable them to produce quality products and 
manage their company effectively. 
b. Incubator Scheme 
An incubator scheme has been introduced where the young producers are nurtured to be 
resilient and successful entrepreneurs. Duration of three years is granted to them under the 
Exit Policy. After duration of three years, they are required to leave the scheme and operate 
their business independently. 
c. Up-grading of Craft Entrepreneur 
Special development support services are rendered to selected craft entrepreneur to enable 
them to expand their business from Micro Enterprise entrepreneur (craft producers with less 
than 5 employees) to Small Enterprise (5 to 50 employees), Small Enterprise entrepreneurs 
to Medium Enterprise (51 to 150 employees), and Medium Enterprise entrepreneurs to Large 
Enterprise entrepreneur (more than 150 employees). 
Types of Assistance to Craft Entrepreneurs 
The Malaysian government and banking institutions provide financial assistance to the small 
and medium enterprise including craft enterprise.The followings are the lists of technical and 
financial assistance offered throughout the industry: 
1. Product Development and Packaging. 
2. Marketing. 
3.  Management i .e. accounting etc . 
4. Production Orientation. 
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5. Support Services for Craft Entrepreneur. 
6. Facilitation, Financing and Consultancy Services. 
7. Productivity and Quality Enhancement. 
8. Common Facilities Services. 
9. Craftsmanship and Entrepreneurship Development Services. 
10. Production Premises (Incubators). 
THE MARKETING ACTMTIES 
Market Segmentation 
Different market segments reflect customer's differences in various aspects-their wants, 
purchasing power, buying attitudes and buying habits. 
The craft producers add to more than 3,480 as there are producers who sell their products 
to a combination of market segment. The primary market destination for Malaysian crafts is 
the domestic market, constituting 86.8% of the market segment, while the remaining 13.2% 
is the international tourist market. Within the domestic market, 45.9% of the craftspeople 
sell their products to the local people, 32.3% to the domestic tourists, 5.4% to companies or 
corporate and finally, 3.2% to the government (Mat Amin, 2006). 
Channel of Selling 
Marketing-channel decisions are among the most critical decisions faced by the craft 
producers as the chosen channel affects all the other marketing decisions such as product 
pricing and packaging. Table 2 compiled the various channels used by the craft producers 
surveyed. 
Table 2 
Channels of Selling 
Channels Total Responses % 
Direct to customers 2,742 85 
Direct to other wholesalers/distributors 1,326 41 
Direct to retailers 327 10 
Combination of the above channels 61 2 
Total 4,456 
1 
Distribution outlets for finished craft products were diversified and most craftspeople used 
more than one channel to market their products. As shown in Table 2, the majority of craft 
producers (85%) used direct channels to access their market, while 41 % sold direct to other 
wholesalers or distributors. Another 10% sold their products direct to retailers and only 2% 
of craft producers used a combination of channels to market their products. Another avenue 
of marketing activities is participating in trade mission. However, it was observed that not 
many craft producers participated in trade missions organized by the Government. Only 1.5% 
of respondents were involved with trade mission, while the remaining 98.5% have never got 
involved with trade mission (Mat Amin, 2006). 
MARKETING EFFORTS UNDERTAKEN BY THE MALAYSIAN GOVERNMENT 
Trade Promotions 
Trade promotions are conducted at domestic and international level. However, greater 
emphasis is given to the domestic market as it is the main income contributor to the craft 
industry in Malaysia. Again, pertaining to this, Mat Arnin (2006) illustrated the following 
actions: 
Domestic Promotion 
In facilitating the domestic market, various thematic promotions, and road shows are 
organized. Local producers and traders are invited to participate. The National Craft Day 
celebrated in February every year has been a reputable event not only amongst the local 
buyers but also foreigners. This acts as an avenue for the producers to learn from each other 
about new product development, techniques and technology. From this event the producers 
are able to gauge the position of their products. Road shows are conducted at shopping 
complexes, hotels, and government offices and tourists destinations. Other then thematic 
promotions and road shows, MHDC participated in trade fairs organized by other bodies. 
Local craft producers are invited to participate in these events. 
International Promotion 
In order to further tap the export market, efforts are geared towards participating in 
international trade fairs and in-store promotions. Craft producers who are able to produce 
quality products in large volume were given opportunity to participate in these fairs. 
A website and e-commerce facilities especially for craft entrepreneurs who ventured into 
web-based business has been developed. 
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CRAFT SALES 
Domestic Sales 
As a result of the promotional efforts undertaken by MHDC, the craft industry, in general, 
has also benefited from it. The total sales for craft products in Malaysia have shown an 
increase from USD48.0 million in years 2003 to USD53.0 million in 2004. In year 2004, the 
metal and mineral-based products maintained its position as the main contributor of the total 
craft business, accounting for a yearly average of 38.3% of the total year sales amounting to 
USD20.3 million. With an average yearly contribution rate of 30.5%, textile-based products 
emerged second, generating estimated sales of USD16.1 million in 2004. This was followed 
by earthen-based craft products (average of 15.9%), forestry-based craft products (average 
of 12.1 %), and miscellaneous products, which consisted of souvenirs and accessories, 3.2% 
(Mat Amin, 2006). 
Imports and Export of Crafts 
Total export value of Malaysian crafts as of 2005 as reported by UNCTADIWTO was 
estimated at USD365,847 million, while the total import value stood at USD313,837 million. 
Table 3 
Domestic Crafr Sales by Products, 2003-2004 
Year 04 03 
Products USD Share(%) USD Share(%) 
Metal & Mineral-Based 20,278,280 38.3 18,029,480 37.5 
Textile-Based 16,110,723 30.5 14,584,627 30.4 
Forest-Based 6,409,03 1 12.1 6,105,586 12.7 
Others 1,692,119 3.2 1,449,121 3 .O 
Total 52,870,148 100 .O 48,036,188 100 .O 
Issues and Challenges 
The uniqueness of this industry in Malaysia is that issues and challenges exist at all levels. 
This exists because of the dispersed, unorganized nature of the sector. In many aspects, 
problems and challenges faced by the craft producers and traders will be to address matters 
relating to production, market and marketing, human resource, regulatory, training and 
research and development (R&D) . 
Production 
Due to low productivity and efficiency of the manufacturing system, the cost of production is 
higher compared to that of other countries. In addition, the costs of raw materials have also 
contributed significantly to the overall aspects of costs. On the other hand, the producers 
are unable to increase the price of products due to the price sensitivity among the customers. 
Besides that, traditional products and traditional way of running family business are reasons 
that caused most of the ventures to have a more flexible focus on meeting largely the needs 
of local customers, instead of the foreign market. 
Research and Development 
Most of the craft producers exclude R&D activities in their systems which caused dismay 
when it comes to global competitions. R&D should not only focus on modifying the existing 
products. but also developing new products to suit foreign needs and requirements. 
Marketing 
The other critical aspect of commercialization is market. There should be more initiatives 
embarked on identifying values needed by foreign customers in product offerings. Proceeding 
from that, there should also be more marketing activities like survey, researches and so forth 
in products in congruent with foreign market requirements. 
Local manufacturers should also design new strategies to enter new markets due to higher 
competition internally. However, these strategies must be flexible enough to cater for modem 
production systems. New and foreign markets usually look for high quality and high volume 
instead of what exists in the local operations system currently. In addition to that, the 
product motives should also be reviewed to shift the mindset of most of local master weavers 
to a more global trend and designs. 
Human Resources 
Labor has been the major question that hinders the progress of commercialization process 
in this industry. Most of the master weavers are those who have been in the industry for 
decades. The young generation chooses to place themselves in a more systematic working 
environment that allows them to bring back higher income. This contributes greatly to the 
slow development in terms of products and processes. 
Besides that, there are not many institutions in Malaysia that offer management and skills 
training in this area. If there are one, like the one in Pahang, one of the problems that persists 
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in that kind of institutions is getting participants. Education, information and recognition 
about the industry, even though it is one of the oldest, are not widely disseminated throughout 
the society. 
The other aspect of people that has always become the issue is the cost of training. Those 
involved in the manufacturing process always come from the low end of the education level. 
In getting them the skills, they have to go through training and development programs which 
in many circumstances are very costly to the organizations. 
Regulatory 
In Malaysian hand woven industry's perspective, patent and copyrights are always secondary 
issues. The main idea of manufacturing is to get the products out and make some money out 
of it. In long term, patent and copyrights would provide great benefit to many organizations, 
but, the short term cost implications are the aspects that, for many, would be something that 
they cannot afford to bear. Commercialization is seen more beneficial in the long run to those 
involved in this industry if it can be coupled with the security of the design through a proper 
attention to the regulatory aspect. 
CONCLUSION 
Hand woven industry is a part of craft industry that has become one of the national agenda 
in Malaysia. The Ministry of Culture, Arts and Heritage through its agency is now playing a 
great supporting role to enhance the competitiveness of the industry that has been for the last 
7 years contributed more than USD300,OOO million to the wealth of the nation. 
Despite being one of the oldest industries in Malaysia, hand woven business is, in many 
instances, still managed traditionally by family owned ventures. However, many initiatives 
\ 
have been taken by government agencies and financial institutions to assist in bringing the 
industry further ahead of their competition - possibly to the global view. 
But, to go further, those involved in the industry must pay attention to many issues and 
challenges as described in the previous section that hinder the commercialization aspects of 1 the products. This is the matured but unique industry that has a lot of bumps everywhere in 
the system from design to manufacturing and to market. However, these are more or less the 
same experience that the other industries have experienced before. There should be many 
ways to get over them. 
Finally, with a more active intervention of the government of Malaysia in this highly potential 
industry, it is hoped that the future of weaving would change for the better. It is not just 
aspired to see more commercialized products come out from the manufacturing system and 
thrown out to the global market, but, there are possibilities that materials, processes and 
I technologies could also be a part of the export configurations. This would be the weave of 
: the future in Malaysia hand woven, or in general craft, industry. 
I 
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